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The Basic Course in Organizational
Communication: A National Survey
Donald Treadwell
Ronald L. Applbaum

BACKGROUND
Springston (1992) suggests that "organizational
communication is an increasingly popular subject of study
on university campuses" (p.93). Chesebro (1990) observes
that the number of departments offering organizational
communication coursework is increasing and more
students are attracted to this area of study.
Since 1974, a number of articles have reported
research on the status of organizational communication
and the basic organizational communication course in
communication and business departments (Downs &
Larimer, 1974; Lewis, 1975; Carney, 1979; Pace & Ross,
1983; Pace, Michal-Johnson & Mills, 1990). In business, as
well as the communication disciplines, recent research has
reported on the structure and content of the basic or
introductory business communication course (Nelson, Luse
& DuFrene, 1992; Johnson & DuFrene, 1992; Pace,
Michal-Johnson & Mills, 1990). Pace, Michal-Johnson &
Mills (1990) suggest that the basic organizational
communication course (hereafter referred to as the BOCC)
has emerged as "an important vehicle for reflecting the
status of our knowledge of the field" (p. 49).
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PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
This study was conducted for three reasons. First, two
previous major surveys of the BOCC had a relatively low
number of respondents (100 in 1979; 98 in 1988). This
number of respondents might not be representative of the
population of institutional programs offering the BOCC.
Second, over the past ten years there has been an
emergence of a number of new approaches and topics
focusing on organizational behavior and organizational
communication. Third, there have been a number of new
texts and readings published specifically for the basic
organizational communication course since the last major
survey conducted in 1988. The last two reasons suggest the
possibility of major changes in the content and structure of
the basic course in organizational communication.
The primary purpose of this study was to describe the
current status and characteristics of the basic
organizational communication course (BOCC) taught in
colleges and universities in North America (Canada,
United States and Puerto Rico). Results of the survey are
compared with the 1988 survey (Pace, Michal-Johnson &
Mills, 1990).

METHOD
Questionnaire
Questionnaire items replicated the data categories of
the two earlier BOCC surveys (Pace & Ross, 1983; Pace,
Michal-Johnson & Mills, 1990). Additional questions
assessed demand for the course, goals for the course,
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nature and weight of course assignments and the most
frequently encountered instructional problems.
A forty-two (42) fixed-format item questionnaire was
developed around seven categories of data: school and
department information, faculty information, course
information,
textbook
information,
instructional
techniques and goals, course assignments and grading
criteria and course-related problems. Only the items
dealing with instructionally-related problems and
course-text selection were open-ended.

Participants
Between October of 1993 and January of 1994,
questionnaires were mailed to 720 colleges and
universities in North American that are members of the
Speech Communication Association. Three separate
mailings were conducted. A total of 383 unduplicated
school responses or 53.1 percent of the institutions
surveyed responded.
Although an institution might have more than one
department as member of the Speech Communication
Association, the first mailing to 1,136 departments in the
720 institutions enabled the researchers to identify the
appropriate
"organizational
communication-oriented''
department and limit the final response count to only one
questionnaire from any particular institution.
The data for this article are based on the 383 usable
questionnaires. Although on occasion, a response to a
single item on a questionnaire was missing, none of the
questionnaires had to be eliminated from the data
analysis. Ninety-five (95) respondents indicated by a
specific statement or lack of response that their
department did not offer a BOCC. One indicated that a
graduate-level course only was offered, and two indicated
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that a BOCC was planned but not yet offered. This total of
98 questionnaires was analyzed only in regard to
institutional demographics. The remaining 285 participant
questionnaires were analyzed across the 42 items. Percentages reported in this paper are based on these 285
responses unless otherwise indicated

RESULTS
School and Department Information
Of the 285 respondents offering a BOCC, 60.7 percent
(173) were from public institutions and 37.9 percent (108)
from private institutions. Over half (61.4%) of the
responses were from institutions of 11,000 or fewer
students. Most institutions had 2,5016,000 students
(24.6%) or fewer than 2,500 (21.4%). Most departments
(83.2%) were on a semester system with 10.2 percent on a
quarter system. Of the 280 departments reporting degrees
offered, 16.1 percent (45) offered a bachelors degree, 45
percent (126) offered a masters degree and 38.9 percent
(109) offered a doctorate as the highest degree.
Of the 98 respondents not offering a BOCC, 38.8
percent (38) were from public schools and 60.2 percent (59)
were from private schools. Just over forty (40.8) percent of
responses were from schools of fewer than 2,500 students;
31.6 percent were from schools of 2,5016,000 students.
Most departments (84.7 percent) were on a semester
system. Of the 94 respondents reporting this, 25.5 percent
offered a bachelors as the highest institutional degree; 47.9
offered a masters, and 26.6 percent offered a doctorate.
The BOCC is taught predominantly in departments of
communication, communication arts or communication
studies
(69.5%)
and
speech
communication
or
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speech/theatre (17.9%). Other departments included, for
example, Human Communication Studies, Rhetoric and
Communication,
and
Language,
Literature
and
Communication.
Twelve departments (4.2%) offered a BOCC at the
associates level; 279 (97.9%) at the bachelors level; 119
(41.8%) at the masters level; and 25 (8.8%) at the doctoral
level. (Totals exceed 100 percent as departments may offer
organizational communication courses at more than one
level.) Over half (51.9%) offered no undergraduate
curricular program in organizational communication; 38.6
percent (110) offered a major track, sequence or
concentration; 11.9 percent (34) offered a major; 11.9
percent (34) offered a minor.
Most departments had under 100 majors (50.2%) or
101 - 250 majors (36.5%).

Faculty
Approximately one-third of departments (29.5%) had
0-5 faculty or 6-10 faculty (34.4%); one quarter (25.3%) had
11-20 faculty.
Over half of the departments (55.8%) reported having
two to three faculty prepared to teach the BOCC; 30.4
percent had one, and 10.2 percent reported having 4-5 such
faculty. Nearly 80 percent (78.2%) had one faculty member
teaching the BOCC in any given semester; 14.0 percent of
departments had two.
The BOCC is taught most frequently by a single faculty
member (91.9%). Only four respondents (1.4%) reported
team-teaching the course.
Respondents were asked to provide information on
qualifications, experience and tenure for up to five faculty
who most often teach organizational communication.
Respondents provided information typically on two faculty
Volume 7, November 1995
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members. Based on this, 23.8 percent of faculty were full
professors, 27.4 percent were associates, 36.2 percent were
assistants, and 10.9 percent were adjuncts. Doctorates
were held by 77.3 percent, and masters degrees by 22.5
percent. One bachelors degree was reported.
Over half the faculty teaching the BOCC were tenured
(51.22%), 32.45 percent were untenured but on tenure
track, and 16.32 percent were not on tenure track. One
quarter (25.9%) had been teaching 0-3 years, 28.9 percent
4-6 years, 15.2 percent for 7-9 years, and 29.9 percent for
nine or more years. Over half (54.3%) had 0-3 years
non-academic professional experience in organizations,
23.3 percent had 4-6 years professional experience, 7.4
percent had 7-9 years, and 14.8 percent had nine or more
years of nonacademic professional experience.

Course Information
Most departments (69.8%) offer one section of the
BOCC per semester; 12.6 percent offer two sections. Class
size is predominantly 11-25 students (51.9%) or 26-50
(36.5%). Most courses (80.4%) are offered for three credits;
14.7 percent are offered for four credits.
Only eight departments (2.8%) reported that the BOCC
was an institutional core curriculum requirement; 43.5
percent reported that the BOCC was an institutional
elective. The course is a departmental requirement for
majors in 28.4 percent of the departments. For 4.9 percent
of respondents, the BOCC is a requirement for majors in
other departments. For 56.8 percent of departments, the
BOCC is a track requirement.
The BOCC is taught at the lower division
undergraduate level by 22.1 percent of departments, at the
upper division undergraduate level by 80.7 percent, and at
the graduate level by 27.4 percent. Students taking the
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course are most typically upper-level undergraduates
(71.9%) or lower-level undergraduates (12.6%).
For 45.6 percent of departments, the BOCC has no
prerequisites; for 37.2 percent there is one prerequisite;
and for 13.3 percent two prerequisites.
Demand for the BOCC appears to be increasing; 52.3
percent of respondents said demand from majors over the
last five years was increasing, and 44.6 percent reported
similarly for non-majors. Only 4.6 percent said demand
from majors was decreasing (3.5% for non-majors).

Course Objectives
The two most frequently cited objectives for the BOCC
were to "provide an overview of the theories about
organizations" (83.5%) and to "help students analyze
problems in organizations" (81.4%). "Provide basic
communication skills" was cited by only 28.8 percent, and
"Help students effectively manage personnel" by 31.2
percent. Consonant with this, nearly 75 percent (74.7%) of
respondents reported a 60:40 ratio or better of theory over
skills in terms of class time devoted to the course.
Other objectives cited for the course included
"messages and media for internal communication",
"communication as an organizing process", "understanding
their future relationship to the organization", "provide
them work experience", "learn research tools, including
audits", "apply basic principles", "provide overview of
human communication in organizations", "small group
dynamics", "develop critical thinking competencies",
"provide a large applied project", "study of organizational
culture", "basics of consulting", "conduct training
workshops", and "current cutting edge trends".
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Course Content
Table I shows the time devoted to major organizational
communication topics and departmental assessments of
changes in emphasis for each topic. To allow comparison
with previous surveys a weighting was established for each
topic
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Table I
Emphasis on Topics in the BOCC
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by summing the total number of periods reported for
each (See also Pace, Michal-Johnson, & Mills, 1990). Table
I shows the topics ranked by total periods spent on each,
together with mean number of periods spent on each, the
change in emphasis over the last five years reported by
departments, and the relative change in ranking with
respect to the 1988 survey.
With the exception of four new topics (organizational
politics,
writing
in
organizations,
organizational
communication as a career, and design and development of
organizational media) the same topics as in earlier surveys
were used.
There is a heavy emphasis on theory in that theoretical
topics account for three of the top five; the other two areas
are organizational culture and examinations.
Over the last five years, at least one-third of
respondents report increased emphasis on the topics of
gender differences, organizational culture, technology of
communication, ethics, and theories of organizational
communication. Almost half (47.5%) of those responding to
the question report an increased emphasis on gender
differences as a topic. Topics with increased but slightly
less emphasis include power dynamics, organizational
change, organizational politics, and international
communication. Respondents do not report the same level
of de-emphasis, but over 20 percent report less emphasis
on small group communication and interviewing, and
slightly fewer report less emphasis on communication
audit and listening.
In terms of ranking by classroom time, the following
topics have particularly increased in importance since
1988: communication networks, problem solving, ethics,
and gender differences. The following have dropped
substantially in rank: network analysis, informal/
grapevine communication, history of organizational
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communication, consulting/training, communication rules,
communication satisfaction and communication load.
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Table II
Texts for the Basic Organizational Communication Course
(rank-ordered by use as primary text

Text Author(s)

Goldhaber
Frank & Bownell
Shockley-Zalaback
Daniels & Spiker
Kreps
Conrad
Other
Faculty-provided readings
Eisenberg & Goodall
Sypher
Gibson
Pace & Faules
Hutchinson
Corman et al
Richmond & McCroskey
Cummings, Long & Lewis
Koehler, Anatol & Applbaum
Morgan
Farace, Monge & Russell
Hall

Primary1

Secondary2

%

n

%

n

22.1
21.4
21.1
17.9
14.7
14.7
11.9
9.1
8.4
3.5
3.2
2.8
2.5
2.1
1.8
1.4
1.4
1.4
0.7
0.4

63
61
60
51
42
42
34
26
24
10
9
8
7
6
5
4
4
4
2
1

8.8
0.7
3.5
4.6
4.9
2.1
8.1
20.4
4.6
9.5
0.7
4.2

25
2
10
13
14
6
23
58
13
27
2
12

7.0

20

1.4
2.8
0.7
2.5
1.1

4
8
2
7
3

Primary
and
Secondary3
%

n

0.7
1.1

2
3

0.4
1.8
0.4

1
5
1

1.1

3

1Primary

— Respondents indicating use of the text as a primary resource.
— Respondents indicating use of the text as a secondary resource.
3Primary & Secondary — Respondents indicating both primary and secondary use
of the text.
2Secondary
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The Text
For 90.9 percent of departments answering this
question, the textbook decision is made by individual
faculty; 8.4 percent say the decision is made collectively by
the faculty who teach organizational communication. Table
II shows the percent and number of departments reporting
primary and secondary (or both) use for 19 commonly
available texts. The three most frequently cited texts were
Goldhaber's Organizational Comnunication, Frank &
Brownell's Organizational Communication and Behavior,
and Shockley-Zalaback's Fundamentals of Organizational
Communication, followed by Daniels & Spiker's Perspectives
on Organizational Comnunication, Kreps' Organizational
Communication, and Conrad's Strategic Organizational
Communication.
Other texts cited by respondents include: Frost, et al.
Organizational Reality, Van de Berg and Trujillo Organizational Life on Television, Haslett, et al. Organizational
Women: Power & Paradox, Hackman and Johnson Leadership: A Communication Perspective, Pascale and Athos Art of
Japanese Management, Fournies Coaching for lmproved Work
Performance, O'Hair and Friedrich Strategic Communication
in Business and the Professions, Bovee and Thill Business
Communication Today, Deal and Kennedy Corporate Cultures: The Rites and Rituals of Corporate Life, and Borisoff
and Merrill Power to Communicate: Gender Differences as
Barriers.
Only 9.5 percent responding to the text coverage
question reported that the primary text of choice provided
100 percent coverage of the BOCC, but overall 62 percent
reported that the text covered the course 80 percent or
better. On satisfaction with the text as it relates to the
BOCC, 10.4 percent of the responses were "dissatisfied" or
"very dissatisfied" with the text; 19.8 percent were neutral;
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52.2 percent were satis-fied and 17.5 percent were very
satisfied with the primary text.

Instructional Methods
Table III shows the relative use of instructional
methods cited by respondents. Faculty lectures and
instructor-led discussion predominate. Case studies and
group projects are used by about three quarters of
departments;
individual
projects,
guest
lectures,
role-playing, simulations, transparencies and films/prerecorded videos arc cited by over half of the departments.

Table III
Basic Organizational Communication Course Teaching
Methods by Rank
Percent
Faculty Lectures
Instructor-led class discussions
Case studies
Group project assignments
Individual project assignments
Guest Lectures
Films/pre-recorded video
Transparancies
Role-playing
Simulations
Video Recording
Models
Coaching
Slides
Flip Charts
In-basket exercises
E-mail, bulletin boards, computer conferencing
Labs
Computer-aided instruction

93.0
81.4
78.2
70.9
64.9
56.8
53.7
53.3
51.6
51.2
36.5
28.1
13.0
9.8
9.8
8.1
7.7
5.6
5.3

(n)
265
232
223
202
185
162
153
152
147
146
104
80
37
28
28
23
22
16
15
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Weighting and Number of Assignments
Table IV shows the relative weighting given to assignments in terms of the final grade. Most frequently, written
exams account for 51 percent or more of the final grade
(22.1 % of respondents) or 21 to 30 percent of the final
grade (22.4% of respondents). For 12.6 percent of
departments, written assignments account for over 51
percent of the final grade. Group projects and oral
examinations /presentations most frequently account for
less than 10 percent of the final grade (35.8% and 45.8% of
departments respectively).
Table V shows the number of assignments typically
given. Typically there are one or two written papers and
one oral presentation. About two thirds assign multiple
choice tests. Most departments (86.8%) assign essay-type
examinations, most typically two (Table V).

Table IV
Basic Organizational Communication Course:
Percent of Respondents Reporting Weighting of Final
Grade
Percent of
Final Grade

Group
Project

Written
Assignment

Oral
Presents

Written
Exams

0-10

35.8

7.4

45.8

5.9

11-20

27.6

19.0

28.4

10.7

21-30

25.0

28.6

15.1

22.4

31-40

4.9

20.4

7.0

21.3

41-50

6.0

11.9

2.6

17.6

>51

0.7

12.6

1.1

22.1
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Table V
Basic Organizational Communication Course:
Percent of Respondents Reporting Number of Assignments
Number of
Assignments
Zero
One
Two
Three
> Three

Written
Papers

Oral
Prstns

Multiple
Choice
Tests

Essay
Exams

Other

3.7
30.1
29.4
18.2
18.6

17.9
41.8
24.3
7.8
8.2

36.6
10.9
29.8
16.6
6.0

13.2
24.5
34.7
21.1
6.4

64.4
15.7
9.6
4.6
5.7

Approximately half the respondents (45.3%) required
papers of 0-6 pages; 49.4 percent required papers of 7-15
pages; only 5.2 percent required papers of 16 or more
pages. Nearly three-quarters (73.0%) required oral
presentations of 15 minutes or less; 13 percent required
20-minute presentations, and 9.1 percent required
30-minute presentations.
Two thirds (63.4%) required first hand research into an
organization as part of the course.

Common Instructional Problems
Table VI shows the major instructional problems
identified in teaching the BOCC. The most frequently
identified problem was "Time to cover the course content"
(61.8%). This was the only problem identified by more than
half of the departments. The three next-most cited
problems were students' lack of organizational experience"
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(40.7%); "determining the instructional balance between
theory and practice" (31.2%) and the textbook (30.2%).
Table VI
Problems in Teaching the Basic Organizational
Communication Course by Rank
Problem
Time to cover course content
Students' lack of organizational experience
Determining balance between theory & practice
Textbook
Class Size
Students' lack of communication knowledge
Lack of understanding of BOCC by students
Time to cover textbook or readings
Lack of understanding of BOCC by other faculty
Students' lack of communication skills
Lack of media equipmemt
Relationship of course to other courses
Period length
Acquiring qualified faculty
Other
Developing an adequate grading procedure

%
61.8
40.7
31.2
30.2
25.3
25.3
24.9
23.5
20.0
14.7
12.3
9.1
8.1
6.7
6.3
4.9

(n)
176
116
89
86
72
72
71
67
57
42
35
26
23
19
18
14

Other instructional problems cited by respondents
included students' lack of critical perspective, lack of
writing/reading skills, students' general lack of knowledge,
disparity in background knowledge and skills, diversity of
student course expectations, confusion of business and
professional
communication
with
organizational
communication, too much material for basic course (course
needs to be split into two or three), some students not
college-ready, students' work schedules, limited local
organizations to serve as sites or instructors, lack of
materials that demonstrate relationship between theory
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and practice, keeping up with the field, adult students
wish instructor had more of a 'business' background — i.e.
some distrust of academic perspective, lack of management
theory, lack of organization theory, other faculty teaching
business and professional communication as basic
organizational communication course creates feeder
pre-requisite problems, lack of good discussible cases

DISCUSSION
The departments most likely to offer the BOCC remain
Communication, Communication Arts, or Communication
Studies. Data from the three surveys (1979, 1988, 1994)
indicate a steady decline in the percentage of speech
communication departments and an increase in the
percentage of communication departments offering the
BOCC. The survey offers no reason for this, but we speculate that students in such applied fields as public relations
and business communication are finding organizational
communication an increasingly relevant topic, and that
such students are more likely to be found in
communication programs than in speech/theatre programs.
There is a major difference between institutions that
offer the BOCC and those who do not. Whereas 60.7
percent of those schools offering a BOCC were public, 60.2
percent of those not offering a BOCC were private. There is
also some difference in institutional size. "Fewer than
2,500 students" and "2,501-6,000 students" are the two
most frequent sizes for both groups but the non-BOCC
group has 72.4 percent of respondents in these two
categories where the BOCC group has 46.0 percent.
Schools offering a BOCC are thus more likely to be
public, larger, and somewhat more likely to offer a
doctorate as the highest degree.
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The BOCC is now offered more widely in that 69.8
percent of respondents report offering at least one section
per semester whereas Pace, Michal-Johnson and Mills
(1990) found 56 percent of schools offering one section.
Pace, et. al. (1990) report that the percentage of schools
requiring the BOCC increased from 34 in 1979 to 51 in
1988. We found that only 2.8 percent of respondents had
the BOCC as a required part of their institution's core
curriculum. When we look at departmental requirements,
Pace, et. al. (1990) found the percentage of schools
requiring the BOCC for a departmental minor increased
from 21 to 29 percent. We find that 56.8 percent of
respondents required the course for one or more tracks,
and 28.4 percent required it for a major. This increase in
the tracks or concentrations requiring the BOCC may
again reflect increasing perceptions of the relevance of the
course to such related areas as business management and
public relations.
There appears to be no significant change since 1988 in
the type of student taking the course in that upper-division
students still predominate. The fact that over half the
responding departments have at least one prerequisite and
some have up to three suggests that most departments
have an expectation that their students will be
upper-division students with some previous exposure to
communication theory and/or practice.
Faculty educational qualifications were not reported in
previous studies; we found that over three quarters of
organizational communication faculty (77.3%) held
doctorates. We found that 51.1 percent of faculty had
associate or full professor status compared with 70 percent
in 1988; 47.2 percent had assistant or adjunct status
suggesting that the BOCC is now more likely to be taught
by a younger generation of faculty.
Of the top ten texts reported from 1988, only five
appear in the top ten in this study. A number of new texts
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were published since the last study — Frank & Brownell,
ShockleyZalaback, Eisenberg & Goodall, and Sypher.
There is some dissatisfaction with primary texts; 30
percent are neutral to "very dissatisfied" with the text.
That faculty are looking for additional text support is
evident from the fact that almost every text is used as a
secondary text, that "other" readings (noted earlier)
account for l l.9 percent of responses, and that
faculty-provided readings are the eighth most popular
primary source for the classroom. We suspect that these
figures may not suggest dissatisfaction with the texts, but
rather a search for materials to support a course which is
becoming broader rather than narrower in focus. Organizational communication topic priorities also are changing,
and it may be that established texts have been less
successful in keeping up with shifts in faculty topic
preferences.
The top ten course topics include three new topics —
decision-making, interpersonal/superior-subordinate and
small
groups,
which
replace
network
analysis,
conflict/conflict resolution and communication climate.
There also has been a number of changes in the bottom ten
topics. Since the 1988 survey, gender differences, ethics,
interviewing, problem solving, language/symbols, external
communication/public
relations,
and
intervention
techniques have all moved up from the bottom ten. New to
the bottom ten are consulting/raining, communication
rules,
message
fidelity/distortion,
communication
satisfaction, organizational communication as a career,
communication load, and design and development of
organizational media.
Topics that have moved up in ranking since 1988
include communication networks, problem solving, ethics
and gender differences. Topics that have moved down in
their ranking include network analysis, informal/grapevine
communication, history of organizational communication,
BASIC COMMUNICATION COURSE ANNUAL
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consulting/training, communication rules, communication
satisfaction, and communication load. It is difficult to
generalize about these trends although the current top ten
together show an emphasis on theory and on relationships
within the organization, and the only topics that receive
more than three classroom periods on average are theory
topics.
The topic changes discussed above also may suggest an
increasing focus on issues of equity and problem solving
within both the formal and informal organization. Topics
that have "dropped" tend to be those with a mechanistic or
positivistic approach to organizations. It is interesting that
whereas communication networks has become a more
favored topic, network analysis has dropped in favor. Also
what might be a marker course for the maturity of a
discipline — organizational communication history — has
dropped from a medium-ranked topic (19/44 in 1988) to
37/48 in ranking.
This survey of the BOCC in North American colleges
and universities did include a larger and more
representative number of respondents than the previous
surveys. The survey found, as expected, that the BOCC
continues to change to reflect the new approaches and
topics in organizational communication.
We suspect that the younger generation of instructors
suggested by our demographic data may be introducing
and emphasizing more contemporary topics informed by
such areas as critical theory and women's studies. As more
topics enter the BOCC and as tutors struggle with a
theory: practice balance, it is not surprising that time to
cover the course is the major instructional problem. We
suspect that departments may increasingly face some
difficult decisions as to what topics will be
included/excluded, and perhaps whether the BOCC may
at some point break into an upper- and lower-level

Volume 7, November 1995

Published by eCommons, 1995

21

Basic Communication Course Annual, Vol. 7 [1995], Art. 6
22

Basic Course in Organizational Communication

sequence
or
perhaps
even
split
along
mass/
group/interpersonal lines in order to cover all topics adequately.
Additional research on the BOCC needs to be undertaken. This study did not explore the content of the
primary and secondary BOCC texts. We do not know
whether the BOCC texts reflect the changes occurring in
the field. We also do not know the type of formal education
background or practical experience in organizational
communication possessed by faculty teaching the BOCC.
We do not know whether the BOCC faculty are self-taught
or have gone through a formal organizational
communication education program. We did not explore the
type of course prerequisites required of BOCC students
and whether the students' background education and/or
training influence the content or structure of the BOCC.
Finally, the influence of institutional attributes on the
BOCC needs further exploration. For example, we found
that schools offering the BOCC are more likely to be
public and larger, but we have not explored the specific
reasons for this.
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